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Abstract  
This paper analyzes poverty-affected females in the Amhara region of Ethiopia. As
the measurement of poverty, the paper uses body mass index (BMI) because it is one
of the effective tools for measuring individual poverty level. The results of the BMI
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Abstract 
 
 This paper analyzes poverty-affected females in the Amhara region of Ethiopia. As the 
measurement of poverty, the paper uses body mass index (BMI) because it is one of the 
effective tools for measuring individual poverty level. The results of the BMI analysis 
show that the most poverty-affected female group is the female household heads in 
urban areas. The results, however, should be treated carefully considering the different 
social and economic structure of urban and rural areas, and the interdependent 
relationship between these two areas. In rural areas, access to land is the biggest issue 
affecting the BMI, while in urban areas, the occupation of husbands or partners is more 
important. These differences by area do not mean that there is no intersection between 
the urban and rural female groups because the majority of females in urban areas 
migrated from rural areas to urban areas due to various reasons such as divorce, 
marriage, and job opportunities.        
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 This paper analyzes poverty-affected females in the Amhara region of Ethiopia. In 
developing countries, it is widely recognized that the economic, social, and political 
situation of females is inferior to that of males. (Meier and Rauch 2000:275-279). This 
is also the case in Ethiopia. Ethiopian females bear a heavier burden than males, due not 
only to economic factors, but also to the predominant position that males occupy in 
cultural and social structures (World Bank 1998:6-7). Poverty strikes the whole 
population regardless of gender, especially in rural areas where population increase 
causes serious land shortage and where an agriculture dependant on rain-fed cultivation 
results in low productivity (Dessalegn ed. 1994; Befekadu, et al. 2002: 49-51). In these 
circumstances, because the distribution of the pie is limited females are placed in a more 
disadvantageous position than males. 
 While it is important to find a solution to the problem which women face, providing 
aid to all women would mean aiding almost half of the population. This manner of 
dealing with the problem is too generalized. Furthermore, there is no denying the 
possibility that such aid could end up excluding poor males while including females 
from the wealthy class. (Appleton and Collier 1995). Considering that there are limited 
amounts of funds from the national budget or from international aid, it is anticipated 
that efficient support can be provided by identifying the poor females?. 
The aim of this paper is to examine the factors behind poverty by defining the types of 
females within the poor and by econometric analysis of a large-scale sample of data 
(Demographic and Health Survey). The first section is devoted to a survey of the 
literature related to the concept of body mass index (BMI), which is used in this paper 
as an index of poverty, and to exploration of a model. In the second section, a more 
concrete analysis of the situation of poor females is presented by applying this model to 
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the sample data in the Amhara region of Ethiopia, and by considering the type of 
econometric analysis results that can be obtained.   
 
1.  Literature Survey of BMI  
 
1)  Definition of poverty 
 
 “Poverty,” in this paper, refers to a state of vulnerability, where it is not possible to 
take sufficient nourishment in order to lead a healthy life. The primary reason why 
nutrition is important in the concept of poverty is that, in practical terms, it is easier to 
measure the individual poverty level and a lower level of error is anticipated than with 
income data (Sen 1995:16). Another important reason why nutrition is important is that 
this paper adopts the “Capability Approach,” which differs from the conventional 
concept of poverty that only considers income. 
 The Capability Approach consists of measuring poverty not only in terms of income, 
but also “considering to what extent an individual’s capacity to freely choose a way of 
life is guaranteed” (Sen 1995:15). Thus, not only income, but other points such as 
access to food, clothing, shelter, and sanitation, and aspects related to social 
environment (e.g., participation in community activities and education) must be 
considered. Among these points, nutritional intake is considered in this chapter.  
 In the concept of the Capability Approach, although sufficient nutritional intake is 
considered to be a different element from income, it is widely recognized that a better 
nutritional level would improve productivity, resulting in higher income. At the same 
time, higher income also results in more spending for nutrition (Aldermann 1993; 
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Bardhan & Udry 1999:124; Strauss and Thomas 1995; Dercon and Krishna 
2000:691-692; Pitt et al. 1990). 
 
2)  Definition of BMI 
 
 BMI is an index frequently used in nutritional intake measurement. It is an index that 
is calculated by dividing the weight (in kilograms) of a person by the square of the 
person’s height (in meters). Values between 18.5 to 25 are within the standard range, 
and 22 is considered to be the standard value (Gamohara 1998:10-12). This index is 
often used in measuring degrees of obesity, and therefore most research analyzes the 
danger of the rise of BMI in industrialized nations. Studies regarding low levels of BMI 
only started in the 1980s (James et al 1988:972). 
 In developing countries, a nutritional intake study of infants (0-5 years old) using their 
weights and heights was carried out from the viewpoint of human capital investment 
(WHO 1986). Concerning adults, studies were started in earnest by James et al. (1988). 
 
3)  BMI and chronic energy deficiency 
 
 For BMI analysis, it is necessary to take into account not only the nutritional intake, 
but the energy consumption as well. Information on the activity level of the individuals 
is necessary to understand the energy consumption. In addition, obesity is largely 
influenced by genetic factors as well as environmental factors, although details of 
genetic factors are difficult to obtain (Gamohara 1998).  
 James et al, (1988) estimates the level of chronic energy deficiency by using a 
combination of BMI data and the energy consumption based on individual physical 
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activity level (PAL) (Table 1). BMI is divided into four groups (18.5 or over; 17.0-18.5; 
16.0-17.0 and under 16.0). Values of 18.5 or over are considered normal. For BMI 
levels from 17.0 up to but not including 18.5, if the PAL is greater than or equal to 1.4, 
the person is also considered normal, and if the PAL is less than 1.4, the person is 
considered to be suffering from chronic energy deficiency?. If the BMI is less than 17.0, 
the person is considered to be suffering from chronic energy deficiency regardless of the 
level of PAL. 
 
4)  BMI and intrahousehold resource allocation  
 
 Much empirical research has been conducted in order to elucidate the relationship 
between nutritional intake quantity and labor productivity. There are also cases where 
BMI is applied as an index to understand intrahousehold resource allocation (Dercon & 
Krishnan 2000:692; Pitt et al. 1990)?. The reason lies in the fact that measurements are 
much easier and the margin of error is smaller than when dealing with data such as 
consumption, nutritional intake, and income. In particular, from the viewpoint of 
intrahousehold resource allocation, individual BMI data is useful for obtaining 
information on individual family members. It is difficult for each individual to grasp 
their individual income and their nutritional intake accurately. Therefore, it can be 
maintained that BMI is valid data for each individual (Dercon and Krishnan 2000:691). 
 In this paper, the problem of the intrahousehold resource allocation between males and 
females is not dealt with directly. However, the comparison between females of 
female-headed households and females of male-headed households implies the resource 
allocation to females in a family. 
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 2. The Model of BMI 
 
 The functions of BMI can be divided into stock and flow. In the stock part, A(at-1) is 
used as the function of accumulated stock until t-1 period. The function of flow part as 
B includes the nutritional intake N(nt) and the energy consumption C(ct) during t period. 
The genetic factors H are constant and also included in the B. They have an influence 
on the efficiency of the nutritional intake and the energy consumption. We can write this 
equation as:  
 
BMIt?A(a t-1)+B[N(nt)-C(ct), ?] (1) 
 
 Next, each function of equation (1) is examined. First, A (a t-1) has an equivalent value 
to BMI t-1 but a data set with a time series of BMI is not available in this paper. Thus, 
personal histories such as birthplace and education are used as the proxy variables of A 
(at-1). 
 For nutritional intake N(nt), it is assumed that the household income i is converted into 
nutritional intake λ. Let p (0 ? p ? 1) be the ratio of intrahousehold resource allocation 
to each member of the household. The equation of N(nt) is:  
 
 N(n t)?N(λ i t?p, s t)?   (2) 
  
s shows seasonality. Agricultural seasonality in income resulting in nutritional intake is 
taken into account, such as low nutritional intake before harvesting and high nutritional 
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intake in the post-harvesting period.  
 Considering energy consumption C (ct) as the product of the basal metabolic rate 
(BMR) and the physical activity level (PAL:l)?. The function D for BMR includes age y 
in inverse proportion, and weight w and hight h in proportion to BMR? . For the 
function L for PAL in developing countries, seasonality s in agriculture should be 
considered. In particular, the quantity of labor required during the plowing and harvest 
seasons is completely different from other periods. Therefore,  
 
 C(ct)?C[D(yt, w t, h t )?L(lt, s t ) ]? (3) 
 
As for the genetic factor H, information such as the differences among ethnic groups 
and the physical condition of the parents and relatives is required. It is, however, 
difficult to distinguish only the genetic factors accurately because the socioeconomic 
environments are intertwined with the genetic factors. Therefore the equation of BMI 
will be:   
 
 BMIt?A(a t-1)+B[N(λi t?p, s t)- C[D(yt, w t, o )?L(lt, s t )], H] (4) 
 
 
3.  BMI Analysis in the Amhara Region of Ethiopia 
 
1)  Outline of Ethiopia and the Amhara region 
 
a. Environments for females in Ethiopia 
 The problems of females in Ethiopia are not limited to the discrimination between 
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males and females because the absolute poverty of the country also causes problems. 
Ethiopia is one of the most seriously poverty-affected countries in the world. According 
to the World Bank, gross income per capita in 2002 was less than 100 dollars (World 
Bank 2004a:14). Therefore, since the economic pie itself is very limited, equal resource 
allocation among family members cannot solve the poverty itself. 
 Females, however, are certainly in a much harsher position than males. The risk to life 
they face, including from pregnancy and childbirth, is larger than that of males. In 
addition, the lower social position of females affects their economic situation. For 
instance, females’ right to inherit land is considerably restricted compared to males 
(World Bank 1998:16). Concerning education, although both males and females are 
legally given equal educational opportunities, the ratio of current school attendance and 
school attendance experience varies for males and females. The percentage for males is 
27.5%, while for females it is lower, at 16.7%?(CSA 1999a:69).  
 
b. Female-headed households in Ethiopia 
 It should be noted that the proportion of female-headed households is high in Ethiopia. 
The ratio of female-headed households is 22% in Ethiopia overall, and 35% in urban 
districts (Table 2). According to the data from the World Bank (2004b:331), Ethiopia 
carries a relatively higher proportion of female-headed households among African 
countries. According to the World Bank (2004b:331), female-headed households in 
Ethiopia account for 18% of the total Ethiopian households (from available data for 
1991-1999). Ethiopia is placed fifth among the 22 African countries with available 
data, with a simple mean value of 13% and a median of 13.5%. 
 Table 3 shows the marital status of females of 10 years of age or older, based on the 
results of the 1994 National Census. Most unmarried females live with their parents. 
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Aside from unmarried females, the reasons why females are single are divorce or the 
death of their husbands. Cases of divorce predominate in urban areas, while cases of 
widowhood are more widespread in rural areas. Regarding the Amhara region, virilocal 
marriage is the general pattern, and in case of separation, remaining in the virilocal area 
is difficult for females, so in most cases they leave the rural area and migrate to urban 
districts, based on case study results (Yared 1999:46-49; Teferi 1998:80-81).   
 
c. An overview of the Amhara region and the situation of females in the region  
 The Ethiopian government introduced a federal system in 1994. The administrative 
borders of regions were decided basically by the distribution of ethnic groups. Therefore, 
91% of the population in the Amhara region is Amhara (CSA 1998a:36).  
 The Amhara region is located in the northern central part of Ethiopia. The population 
is about 19 million, which represents 25% of the total national population (Central 
Statistical Agency 2006:24). Although Bahir Dar, the regional capital, is the most 
important city in Amhara, its population is 167 thousand, which represents only 0.9% of 
the regional population. Eighty-nine percent of this population resides in rural areas, 
and those engaged in agricultural and fishing activities constitute 90% of the total 
population (Central Statistical Agency 2006; and CSA 1998a). 
 In terms of the situation of females, the unique point is the high ratio of divorce cases. 
As Table 3 shows, the divorce rate is 14%, which is twice the nationwide average of 7% 
(Table 3). Several case studies also mentioned the high divorce rate in the Amhara 
region (Pankhurst 1992; Aspen 1993).  
 In addition to marital status, a land policy in 1990 in the Amhara region had a major 
impact on females’ land rights. In 1990 just before the socialist regime was overthrown 
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in 1991 by the Ethiopia People’s Revolutionary Democracy Front (EPRDF), most of the 
Amhara region was under the control of the EPRDF. At that time, the EPRDF carried 
out a land reallocation?. As stated in detail in Teferi (1998), this land reallocation 
consisted of allotting a plot of land per adult, so in the case of a married couple, the land 
per household would be double the land allotted to a single person. Due to this 
allotment method, females’ right to own land, which had been prescribed by law but 
only nominally?, started to be recognized in earnest.  
? In a field study carried out by the author in the rural area of the Amhara region, a 
married couple had acquired the land equivalent to two persons and divided it upon 
divorce into two halves, with each one owning his or her own plot. Divorced females, 
who do not normally plow the land themselves, lend it out to adult males and receive 
half of the crop as rent. This is a new trend because the tradition of virilocal marriage 
has usually caused females to leave the virilocal area without retaining any land 
ownership. This kind of land allotment, however, was not carried out after 1990 due to a 
land shortage (Kodama 2005).   
 
2) Demographic Health Survey (DHS) data 
 
 Data used in this study is mainly from the Ethiopian Demographic Health Survey 
(DHS) carried out in 2000. This survey was conducted by the Central Statistical 
Authority (CSA) of Ethiopia with the financial aid of the United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID) and the United Nations Population Fund 
(UNFPA).  
 The survey covered 539 areas in the country (138 urban areas?, 401 rural areas). 
Interviews were conducted with 27 households in each area. A total of 14,072 
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households were interviewed, including 15,367 females between 15 and 49 years of age 
and 2,607 males between 15 and 59 years of age (CSA 2000:3). 
 This paper used data from the Amhara region covering 1,407 females between 15 and 
49 years of age, including 211 female household heads and 1,196 married females??. 
The survey was conducted from February to May, which is the agricultural off-season 
period. This paper used BMI data of females who had given birth during the previous 
five years and who were not pregnant at that time. Furthermore, cases where the height 
numerical value exceeded 4.25 times or more than the standard deviation from average 
height were excluded??. 
 There are two limitations concerning the DHS data. First, as the survey was conducted 
at one single point in time, individual changes through time are not available. Second, 
the research gathered individual personal data, and not information concerning things 
such as environment or social customs surrounding the individuals. To alleviate this 
problem, previous anthropological research and the national census complement the 
DHS data.  
? Furthermore, in this paper, age groups in five-year spans are basically used. This is 
because, as shown in Figure 1, when the respondents answered about their age, in most 
cases they did no tell their exact age, but they replied with numbers ending in five or 
zero. This tendency is verified not only in DHS data but in the National Census as well 
(CSA 1999a:21).  
 Concerning the statistical analysis of sample numbers and mean values, the sample 
weight suggested by the DHS has been applied to correct the sampling bias. 
 
3) Independent variables 
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  In the previous section the model was presented. Based on equation (4), independent 
variables from the DHS data were selected, as Table 4 shows. Below, an explanation of 
each item follows.  
 
a. Personal history 
 As variables related to the stock until t-1 period in equation (4), the following have 
been used: childhood place of residence, number of marriages, education level, number 
of months elapsed after childbirth. First, regarding childhood place of residence, this 
variable was selected as one which exerts an effect on nutritional intake during 
childhood. The number of marriages and the education level are effective variables for 
showing the wealth of the parents. This is strongly related to marriage traditions. In the 
case of Amhara, marriage is in most cases decided by both pairs of parents, who 
consider the wealth and social position of the prospective partner of their son or 
daughter (Hoben 1973:59). At the time of marriage, it is customary for both sets of 
parents to contribute equally to the new household with livestock (usually cows) or to 
offer the equivalent amount in cash. The preparation for the equal wealth is also 
required for second marriages. If a partner is not prepared to offer a similar value in 
property to the other partner, remarriage also becomes difficult??. Therefore, the 
possibility of several remarriages shows that the bride’s parents are sufficiently wealthy. 
The education level is also a variable that indicates the parent’s wealth. Especially in 
rural areas, unlike the urban districts, access to education and literacy programs is 
limited and in a distant location. It is highly probable that the fact that a household can 
afford to send children to school despite large distances?? indicates the high economic 
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position of the household.   
 Finally, the number of months elapsed from the last childbirth affords a means to take 
into account the weight change brought on by pregnancy. It is necessary to take this into 
account because during the gestation period, fat accumulates easily and as a result, 
weight increases considerably. 
 
b. Nutritional intake  
 Regarding nutritional intake, first, the variables that may be mentioned are those 
related to income, such as the occupation of females, or their husbands or partners??, 
and the number of children contributing to the household economy. Differences in 
marital status also indicate economic status because economic status is strongly affected 
by the economic contribution of husbands. In the case of married females, the age gap 
with husbands can be considered as a variable related to the intrahousehold resource 
allocation. In addition, the number of children living together in the same household 
also has an effect on resource allocation.  
 Among the variables used in equation (4), the one that expresses seasonal fluctuation 
has not been included in this study because the survey was carried out at one point in 
time, during the agricultural off-season.    
 
c. Energy consumption  
 Concerning energy consumption, age is considered a variable of the basal metabolic 
rate. An increase in age produces a decrease in the basal metabolic rate. Therefore, if 
calorie intake remains at the same level and physical exercises also remain unchanged, 
weight and BMI are expected to increase. The number of sons or daughters living 
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together in the same household affects the daily activity level because they might 
contribute to the labor force. In addition, in Ethiopia children are assumed to make 
important contributions to the reduction of housework, especially daughters, as 
housework is considered heavy, time-consuming work (Dejene 1995:26-27). Calorie 
loss by breast-feeding is also an important matter when considering energy 
consumption. 
 
d. Genetic factors 
 DHS does not deal with variables related to genetic factors. Therefore, although their 
influence on BMI is clear from previous research, they are not included in this analysis. 
The disadvantage of omitting genetic factors should be minimal because the analysis 
focuses on a region where the ethnic homogeneity is high, as mentioned above.    
 
e. Other external factors 
 External factors related to the social and cultural structure of the residence area (urban 
or rural area) and religion (Ethiopian Orthodox or Muslim) have been included as 
variables.   
 
 Among the variables used in this study, there are some which include biological 
elements not directly related to the social structure, for example "the number of months 
elapsed after childbirth," "breastfeeding," and "age." These variables are referred to in 
the analysis only when the results obtained are anomalous. 
 In particular, in the regression analysis for which consideration of linear functions is a 
prerequisite, it is difficult to reach a correct result concerning the age variable. When 
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changes in the mean value of each age group are considered, the shape is close to a 
quadratic function (Table 5 and Figure 2). BMI reaches its peak in the first half of the 
thirties. Then, it follows a decreasing tendency. Therefore in the regression analysis, the 
age group variable is included but is not an object of analysis.  
 
4) Classification 
 
 When there are many groups with completely different social and economic structures, 
it is impossible to know the specific features of each group if only one general, 
consolidated analysis is carried out. Therefore, an appropriate group classification is 
critical. 
 Classification by residential area should be considered. Regarding the occupation ratio 
by residence area in the Amhara region (including those 10 years of age or older 
engaged in economic activity), those engaged in the agricultural or fishing industries in 
the rural areas amount to 97.6% (males 98.8%, females 96.1%), as contrasted with the 
urban districts, where the percentage is only 14.6% (males 19.0%, females 9.6%) (1994 
Census, CSA 1998a). In urban districts, the occupation that engages the most males, 
19.2%, is "wholesale and retail trade, car repair and daily necessity sales," while the 
occupation that engages the most females, 31.3%, is work in hotels and restaurants 
(administration/service) (CSA 1998a:133). ?  
 The BMI data of the DHS more obviously shows the differences by the residential area. 
As shown in Table 6 and Table 7, the nutritional status of married females is better than 
that of female household heads?? in urban districts, while in rural areas there is no 
significant difference between these groups. In other words, it can be presumed that 
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there is some kind of difference in the socioeconomic structure between urban and rural 
areas??. Below follows an analysis comparing urban and rural areas.   
?  
5) Statistical results 
 
a. Amhara region in total (Table 8) 
 Table 8 shows the results of regression analysis (OLS: Ordinary Least Squares) of the 
Amhara region by urban and rural areas, using the independent variables mentioned 
above and females’ BMI as a dependent variable.  
 First, the result of the regression analysis on the BMI of females in the Amhara region 
is considered. As the variables most affecting BMI, the standard partial regression 
coefficients are given in decreasing order: "professional occupation of the 
husband/partner," "number of daughters 10 years old or older living in the same 
household," single marriage or multiple and "literacy" The larger the variables, the more 
positive the observed influence on BMI. Therefore, the variables most affecting BMI 
are those related, not to the individual, but to the household situation, such as the 
husband’s wealth (husband’s occupation dummy), parent’s wealth (multiple 
remarriages), and the number of daughters who can contribute to reduction of 
housework.  
 The comparison between urban and rural areas shows several unique points. First, in 
the urban areas, the BMI value of married females is higher than that of female 
household heads, while in the rural areas, the BMI of female household heads is higher 
than that of married females.  
 Next, concerning occupation, in the urban areas, when the husband or the partner is 
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engaged in a professional occupation, there is a positive effect on the BMI of females. 
In contrast, what affects the females’s BMI in rural areas is whether the household owns 
land or not.  
 In addition, the size of the marriage dummy and the literacy dummy, which indicate 
the wealth of females’ parents, also is different in urban and rural areas. The number of 
marriages has a major influence in urban areas, while in rural areas it is the size of the 
literacy dummy that has a major influence. This might show that the cost of receiving 
education is higher in rural areas than in urban areas.   
 Thus, the factors affecting the BMI in the urban and rural areas are different. In order 
to verify details, urban and rural areas are analyzed separately. 
 
b. Urban areas (Table 9)  
 As noted above, what most affects females’ BMI in urban areas is the presence of the 
husband. Therefore, a comparison between married females and female household 
heads is critical for the analysis of urban areas. Table 9 reports the results of the 
regression analysis performed on each group. 
 
(1) Female household heads in urban areas 
 What most affects the BMI of a female household head is the occupation of the partner 
who does not live together in the same household. This means that the financial help of 
the partner has a great influence on the female household head’s economic situation. 
The importance of males’ wealth can also be inferred from the results that show that the 
BMI of a widow is significantly lower than that of the divorced woman. This may result 
from the fact that the death of the husband, which implies the loss of her provider, is 
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frequently an abrupt, unavoidable event, so it has a greater impact on females’ 
nutritional intake than the case of divorce, a situation for which one can prepare. 
 Concerning the influence that the number of sons and daughters living outside of 
household has on BMI, even with a significant level at 5%, it is difficult to interpret the 
factors by only considering the DHS data. The results show that the more sons there are 
living outside of the households, the more the BMI of females decreases, while the 
more daughters there are living outside of the households, the more the BMI of females 
increases. As a provisional inference, it can be said that this is due to the fact that as 
long as the children remain within the same household, they receive support to continue 
education, but when they cease to be part of the household, the support is cut off. The 
school attendance rate of sons is higher than that of daughters??, and so there is a 
possibility that the household is supporting a son so that he can receive higher education 
in a place outside his residence area. On the other hand, the marriage age of females is 
much lower than that of males. As most females form a new household in the second 
half of their teens??, they leave their original household earlier than males, which may 
imply that resource allocation to daughters becomes unnecessary. However, due to the 
lack of detailed profiles of children who live separately, it is difficult to reach a 
conclusion.  
 Another feature of female household heads is that the BMI of individuals from rural 
areas is significantly lower than those coming from urban areas. These results will be 
examined later with the results for rural areas.  
 
(2) Married females in urban areas 
 Concerning married females in urban areas, the variables with a significant effect on 
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the BMI are given as follows in decreasing order, according to the standard partial 
regression coefficient: "number of daughters living in the same household" and "single 
marriage or multiple marriages ". In other words, the parents’ wealth (number of 
marriages) and the reduction of domestic chores due to daughters living in the same 
household are the variables producing greatest impact on BMI.  
 In the case of the cohabitation of females other than daughters, no similar effects could 
be seen. A separate study about the profile of the cohabiting females (for instance, the 
husband’s mother or other relatives) is necessary.  
 
c. Rural areas 
 The results of Table 10 as well as Table 7 indicate that the BMI of female household 
heads in rural areas is higher than that of married females. An exploration of the rural 
area follows, taking into consideration the causes which led to these results.  
 
(1) Female household heads and married females in rural areas (Table 10) 
 Table 10 shows the regression results of the BMI of females in rural areas, classified in 
two groups: female household heads and married females. 
 First, concerning female household heads, the results indicate that whether her partner 
holds a professional post or not has the most influence on the BMI. However, as the 
number of samples (real number) is only one, and though statistically it is a significant 
result, the conclusion on this variable is reserved.  
 Another element to consider is the number of daughters 10 years old or older living in 
the same household, which contributes to domestic chore reduction. The more daughters 
living together in the household, the more the BMI increases. In addition, the BMI also 
 19
increases when a household owns land. Furthermore, the high land ownership rate is a 
major feature of female household heads in rural areas. Considering that the land 
ownership ratio is 69% for households of married female in rural area, the land 
ownership for female household heads is still high, at 52%??. This is an important 
feature because it is contrasted with female household heads in urban areas, where no 
cases of land ownership have been registered.   
 Literacy, which indicates the wealth of parents, has a great influence on married 
females. Regarding religion, the BMI of Muslim married females is lower than 
Orthodox married females. Muslims in the Amhara region might be in a more 
unfavorable position in terms of intrahousehold resource allocation.   
 
(2) Landowners and non-landowners in rural areas (Table 11) 
 Table 11 shows the results of the comparison between landowning households and 
non-landowning households because in rural areas, not only the marital status, but land 
ownership as well affects females’ income. Table 11 classifies rural households as 
landowning or non-landowning, and shows the results of regression analysis on females’ 
BMI.  
 Among landowning households, the BMI is higher when there is not a husband. This is 
suggestive from the viewpoint of intrahousehold resource allocation. Findings of 
previous research also indicate that when land is owned, the female household heads are 
in a better situation than the married females (Original 1999:207). For instance, females 
who are household heads can take initiative in harvesting matters and can also 
participate in organizations such as peasant associations, as a representative of their own 
households. Moreover, in most female-headed households, females do not plow the land 
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by themselves, but rent it out and receive half of the crop as payment??. Taking this 
fact into consideration, in the case of resource allocation in a married couple’s 
household, the husband receives more than a half of the total income. In the case of 
landowners, as the number of breadwinning sons increases, females’ BMI becomes 
higher.   
 The BMI increases, even if the land is not owned, when there is access to rented land. 
This means that in rural areas the access to land has a major effect on females’ BMI. In 
cases where the land is not owned, the existence of cohabiting females (including 
females other than daughters) contributes to the females’ BMI improvement.   
 
 d. Females migration from rural to urban areas 
 Of females living in urban areas, 68% come from rural areas. This figure includes 56% 
of female household heads and 72% of married females??. In other words, urban and 
rural areas are not isolated from each other, as the majority of the urban area population 
comes from rural areas.  
 The migration pattern from rural to urban areas can be divided into two groups. One 
group is the female household heads who have no access to land, and thus migrated to 
the urban districts. The other group includes females who migrated for marriage to a 
man living in the urban districts. Particularly concerning the former, the data shows that 
there are no landowners among the female household heads in urban areas.?  
 Behind the migration from rural to urban areas, there is a land shortage problem which 
has been getting worse. At present, the Amhara region is facing a serious land shortage 
(Dessalegn 1994). Under these circumstances, the existence of an unmarried man 
owning land in rural areas is rare. Thus, parents send their daughters to urban areas, 
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seeking a man with a better income. 
 On the other hand, if a woman who was married in a rural area did not have the 
opportunity to participate in the 1990 land redistribution, her possibilities to have access 
to land is very low. Upon divorce, females are only entitled to take their movable 
property (World Bank 1998:16). This explains the difficulty females have in remaining 
in rural virilocal areas. In some cases, females migrate to urban districts only to secure 
survival.   
 
Conclusion 
 
 In this paper, female social and economic status in the Amhara region has been 
analyzed, using a large-scale sampling of data, focusing especially on nutritional status. 
The analysis focused on a 2 x 2 classification considering: urban areas/rural areas and 
married females/female household heads. The analysis shows that the females in the 
most disadvantageous situation are the female household heads in urban districts who, 
unlike their rural counterparts, do not have access to land ownership, nor can they count 
upon the support of a husband. 
 In order to understand the factors leading to this kind of result, it is necessary to take 
into account the vast differences existing between the socioeconomic structure 
surrounding females in the urban districts and those in rural areas. In urban districts, 
almost no landowners exist, and the main economic activity is not related to agriculture. 
In rural areas, most individuals are engaged in agricultural activities. Therefore, the 
factors affecting females’ economic situation differ in the urban and rural areas.  
 In urban areas, where the main economic activity is not agriculture-related, the 
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combination of a culture of male predominance and females’ low rate of school 
attendance results in few opportunities for females to secure an income. In other words, 
females cannot avoid depending on the financial power of their husbands or partners. 
Thus, the BMI of the female household heads, who cannot secure the constant support 
of a man, is lower than that of married females. 
 On the other hand, in the case of rural areas, ownership or lack of ownership of land 
has a great influence on the BMI. The results obtained in this paper also show that if a 
female household head owns land, her nutritional intake is higher than in the case of 
married females. This is because female household heads benefit more than their 
married counterparts in intrahousehold resource allocation, as the latter have to share 
resources with their husbands.    
 Therefore, it is difficult to simply conclude that female household heads in rural areas 
are in a favorable situation, without considering landownership. This is because when a 
woman residing in a rural area becomes a female household head, it is difficult for her 
to remain there; only female household heads who can afford landownership can remain 
in rural areas. The rest migrate to urban districts. The socioeconomic structure of rural 
areas pushes poor females out to urban districts. This is also supported by the fact that, 
in female-headed households in urban areas, the BMI of individuals who have migrated 
from rural areas is lower than their counterparts from urban districts (Table 9). It does 
not, however, mean that all the migration of females from rural areas to urban districts 
leads to pauperization because most married females in urban districts who enjoy a 
higher BMI are migrants from rural areas. Urban districts offer different options for 
females coming from rural areas.  
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? This is connected to the discussion on targeting of aid. Targeting is utilized in cases in which 
aid funds are limited, where, the target is more focused in order to raise efficiency. On the other 
hand, much discussion has taken place concerning the efficiency of targeting (Sen 1995).  
? A PAL of 1.4 is “the realistic maintenance requirement for sedentary people” (James, et al. 
1988:970). 
? In Pitt et al. (1990), BMI is not used, but the research on intrahousehold resource allocation 
in Brazil uses weight/height data.  
? Concerning the physical activity level index (PAL), see Scrimshaw, et al. (1996) for the 
detailed classification. 
? Based on the Harris-Benedict equation. Although it is widely used for estimating BMR, some 
recent studies have pointed out the inaccuracy (Frankenfield, et al, 2003 ). 
? Percentage of 5-year-old and older population attending school or having attended 
school (figures for the whole country). 
? However, since according to the Constitution, land is government-owned, this is a right to the 
use of land. In this paper, for the sake of convenience, the possession of the right to the use of 
land is referred to as “land ownership”.  
? According to the Amhara customary law, it is assumed that males and females have equal 
rights at the time of succession, but in real life, land is inherited almost exclusively by males 
(World Bank 1998:16-22). 
? The urban areas include "big cities" (the capital city and cities with a population of one 
million or more), “small cities” (population of 50,000 up to one million) and towns (other 
urban districts) (DHS, Description of the Demographic and Health Surveys: Individual 
Recode Data File, DHSIII, Version 1.1, 2004). 
?? In some usages, female-headed households include households with husbands or partners 
living together. However in this paper, for the sake of considering the intrahousehold resource 
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allocation, the classification of “married females” refers to cases where husbands or partners 
live in the same household, while “female-headed households” ·includes cases where no 
husband or partner lives in the same household.    
??  Values that were markedly different in each group were rejected based on the 
Smirnov-Grubbs outlier test at 1% significance level (one-sided). 
?? Based on a field survey carried out by author in July 2003. 
?? For instance, the walking distance from home to the elementary school in rural areas in the 
Amhara region is 2.6 hours on average (Bureau of Rural Development 2003:25). 
?? A partner who does not live in the same household implies a relationship with economic aid 
from the partner, rather than a mere casual relationship. In most cases, the term “partner” 
refers to cases of relationships with married males (according to the field survey carried out 
by author in July 2003). Therefore, the economic strength of the partner affects the economy 
of the female-headed household.  
?? Female-headed households dealt with in this paper are limited only to those cases where 
such households were established upon the divorce or death of the husband. Female-headed 
households of unmarried females were not considered in this analysis because only four 
samples were available. 
?? Even the perception of obesity is different in urban and rural areas. In rural areas or small 
cities in the Amhara region, being fat is preferred to being thin. However, in Bahir Dar, the 
regional capital, more females perceived thinness as better than fat (according to the field 
survey carried out by author in February 2004). 
?? In the Amhara region, the schooling experience rate for males is 22% and for females is 
12% (CSA 1998a:57). 
?? For instance, according to the 1994 National Census, the percentage of married people 
between 15 and 19 years of age living in the Amhara region was 41% for females and 9% for 
males (CSA 1998a:30). 
?? Sample weight adjustments were applied. 
?? Based on a field study carried out by author in 1998.  
?? Based on DHS data. Sample weight adjustments were applied. 
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